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The  influence  of  One  Recal  1 Upon  a.  Rubeequorrt 
Reoall  of  Incompletely  Loarnad  ?iaterials  A Pilot  Investigation* 

Charles  N.  Cofer  S 

University  of  Maryland  ^ b ^ 

A good  deal  of  interest  exists  concerning  the  amount  and  nocuracy  of  recall  of 
material  previously  learned.  The  question  has  been  investigated  from  many  different 
aspects,  from  the  early  days  of  the  psychology  of  testimony  to  tnr  present  time. 

Under  auoh  aontrol  of  the  eondltiaas  of  learning  and  retention  as  nay  be  established 
in  the  laboratory,  the  accuracy  and  amount  of  material  recalled  may  reach  high  levels <■ 
Bui  hers,  end  to  on  even  greater  extant  in  other  oircumet&ncee,  recall  tends  to  be 
lea*  than  perfect*  Tbia  finding  in  particularly  evident  in  the  study  cf  "incidental" 
learning,  recall  for  event*  in  one* a past  lifs,  legal  testimony  and  related  areas. 

In  the  past  several  years,  it  has  become  clear  that  reoall  and  the  absence  of 
rooell  at  a particular  time  may  have  ef foots  on  subsequent  reoallB.  A reoall  may 
be  considered  an  additional  practice  trial,  psrhapa  fixating  both  the  ooiract  and 
the  inoorreot  rssponaso  freely  reo&lled.  On  the  other  hand,  as  Varner  Brown  (a) 
has  shown,  a second  reoall  my  yield  correct  responses  which  were  not  present  on 
♦ first  reoall* 

,71th  time  delays  introduced  following  learning  (abeenoe  of  reoall  at  a fixed 
Interval)  reoall  scores  sometimes  are  greater  than  they  are  for  reoall*  mad*  Just 
following  learning*  This  is  the  phenomenon  of  reminlsoenoe#  Considerable  theoretical 
aigalficar.co  has  been  attached  to  thin  phenomenon,  but  it  need  not  ooneern  ue  her*  as 
the  conditions  for  ita  ooourrenoe  appear  to  be  aesooiated  with  the  original  learning* 

Although  it  la  agreed  that  a reoall  will  have  effeot  on  subsequent  recalls,  the 
varieties  of  this  Influence  and  the  conditions  under  which  they  ooour  have  not  be«n 
fully  explored*  1«  it  possible,  for  example,  to  increase  the  amount  and  aseuraoy  of 
raoall  by  epaolng  trials,  by  inorsaslng  their  number  ar  by  demanding  greater  effort 
(increasing  motivation)  in  the  attempts  to  recall?  Considerable  practical  and 
theoretieal  Interest  le  associated  with  answers  to  questions  of  this  sort.  Should  the 
testimony  of  n witness  b*  considered  more  or  loss  accurate  when,  after  thinking  things 
over,  ho  changes  or  adds  to  hi*  previously  given  testimony?  Za  the  high  degree  of 
recall  for  events  of  childhood  reported  for  patients  under  psychoanalytic  treatment 
due  to  the  "recovery  of  the  repressed"  os  due  instead,  at  lsaat  in  part,  to  the  high 
motivation  and  tho  intensive  concentration  of  thought  upon  events  of  this  period? 

Theoretically,  the  problem  has  several  interesting  aspects,  among  which  two  nay 
Ims  mentioned  bars*  One  la  tbs  extent  to  which  tb*  activation  of  thoughts  ooneertting 
a past  experience  nay  somehow  reactivate  ojnd  "strens^hem"  the  "memories”  of  it,  so 
that  they  may  be  reported  verbally*  Positive  finding*  would  require  the  development 
«)t  a theory  concerning  the  responsible  nefthmittns.  Another  theoretical  interest 
concerns  the  methods  used  to  rm-svoks  old  aewories  and  tha  factors  which  have  to  be 
overeonm  to  make  them  available* 
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* Thi*  is  Technical  Report  Sto«  go,  prepared  under  Contract  HT  OKR-iifiT,  T.O*  111, 
between  the  Qffiow  of  Maval  Research  wart  the  University  of  Uaiylrad*  The  author 
is  indebted  to  5?r«  Kerman  Shiftman  for  assistance  in  the  analysis  of  the  data. 


There  ij  at.  lea&'L  c.:  m rl hr  atudy  which  reported  evidence  concerning  this 

problems  Jiyoro  end  Hyeru  {s'  aekoc  their  subject  to  recall  selections  that  they 
had  learned  an  children  (jpmchoj,  poetry  , etc-. ) • The  initial  recalls  were  poor, 
oat  with  repealed  attempt*  ti  recall  the  recalls  improved.  This  study  did  not 
control  the  a-igiral  learning  of  tli©  cantorial  but  it#  findings  are  quite  suggestive. 
More  work  is  needed,  however,  and  the  present  study  was  designed  as  an  exploratory 
investigation  of  thin  general  area,,  * 

METHOD  fi 

As  a preliminary  met’oed  for  studying  the  problem,  the  following  procedure b 
were  followed.  A passage,  entitled  "Rumor  Deliberately  Planted  " (l,  pp.  62-63} 
was  read  -twice  in  one  eis.39  period  to  SO  mole  and  female  college  students*  The 
subjects  wore  asked  to  attend  alertly  to  the  readings  but  were  asked  not  to  think  • 
about  or  rehearse  the  story*  E did  imply  that  something  would  be  done  with  ths 
story  later  on*  Following  the  too  readings,  there  was  no  further  reference  to 
the  material  until  a class  period  exactly  two  weeks  later.  At  the  beginning  of 
this  second  class  period,  sever,  minutes  were  allotted  for  a recall  trial  in  which 
the  subjects  were  asked  to  list  items  from  ths  story*  Ths  items  were  listed  In 
columns  on  the  subject's  papers,  and  ths  papers  were  marked  at  one  minute  intervals 
on  signal  of  E.  Ths  subjects  ware  asked  further  to  place  an  asterisk  on  the 
papers  every  time  they  referred  bade  to  what  they  had  already  written  or  when  they, 
had  to  think  to  get  new  ideas.  Following  this  seven  minute  period,  ths  papers  were 
collected.  At  the  end  of  the  50  minute  class  period  seven  uinutc?  -an  aliowwu  icr 
a second  recall.  Ths  first  recallo  were  retained  by  E,  and  the  instructions  tor  ths 
second  recall  were  the  same  as  for  the  first  one,  save  that  the  sub j sots  war*  urged 
to  write  ideas  they  had  not  previously  recalled.  No  consultation  with  ths  original 
recalls  was  permitted. 

The  papers  were  scored  for  the  number  of  correct  and  incorrect  "idea  units” 
they  contained*  The  original  passage  was  demarked  into  81  such  units,  and  a unit 
was  scored  as  correct  if  the  substance  of  it  was  recalled.  Verbatim  repetition 
was  thus  not  required. 


The  principal  rwsultn  may  be  seen  in  Table  1 which  presents  the  total  number 
of  correct  and  incorrect  responses  and  the  number  of  asterisks  for  each  minute  of 
the  two  recall  periods. 

The  first  recall  trial  (V  Minutes)  clearly  produces  the  majority  of  the 
correct  responses.  Howswor,  the  rate  of  production  of  these  responses  decreases 
markedly  from  the  first  to  the  seven  minute.  Observation  of  the .behavior  of  ths 
subjects  as  well  as  the  curve  for  correct  responses  suggests  that  few,  if  any* 
additional  correct  responses;  would  have  been  produced  had  the  origins!  recall 
period  been  extended.  That  the  subjects  had  reached  a "plateau"  is  further 
suggested  in  that  the  number  of  incorrect  responses  and  the  number  of  asterisks 
declined  markedly  in  the  seventh  Minute,  following  s maximum  somewhat  earlier. 
Followin’  the  delay,  however,  all  subjects  but  one  gave  at  least  one  new  correct 
response,  and  the  total  of  54  new  correct  responses  given  in  the  first  four 
minutes  of  the  second  recall  i » almost  00  per  cent  of  the  number  given  during 
the  last  four  minutes  of  the  first  recall  pertoa..  The  number  of  incorrect 
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responses  for  the  same  eats  of  four  minutes  for  the  two  recalls  is  essentially 
the  same,  but  the  number  of  asterisks  In  these  minutes  for  the  second  recall  is 
about  one-third  the  number  given  in  minutea  4-7  of  the  first  recall*  This  and 
the  number  of  wrong  responses  suggest  ttet  correct  ideas  were  oomlng  somewhat  more 
easily  in  the  first  four  minutes  of  the  second  recall  than  In  the  last  four 
minutes  of  the  first  recall*  Only  5 subjeots  gave  any  correct  responses  In  the 
last  minute  of  the  first  whereas  13  give  correct  responses  in  the  first  minute  of 
the  seoond  recall* 

This  study  is  obviously  rather  orude  and  methodologically  naive.  A number 
of  desirable  controls  were  not  inoluded,  and  it  is  uncertain  haw  much  rehearsal 
was  dons  between  the  termination  of  the  first  recall  and  the  beginning  of  the 
second  reoall*  Despite  these  limitations , ths  conclusion  seems  fairly  olear  that 
the  spacing  of  the  two  recalls  was  associated  with  the  production  of  responses 
that  would  probably  not  have  appeared  had  ths  original  recall  period  been  extended* 
This  conclusion  is  dependent  upon  the  shape  of  ths  curves  fbr  the  first  reoall 
(which  seemed  to  be  approaching  *ero) , but  it  is  further  aupportod  by  ths  behavior 
of  the  subject*  the  last  trs  cr  three  slsutss  of  tho  flrub  recall*  most 

of  them  had  stopped  writing  and  had  relaxed,  as  though  they  considered  that  their 
task  eas  finished. 


TABUS  1 

Total  Number  of  Oorreot  and  Znoorrsot  Responses 
and  of  Asterisks  for  the  80  Subjects 


Minutes i 3 2 i 2 fi 1 


Oorreot 

111 

«• 

45 

8* 

SI 

80 

11 

Zn  oorreot 

11 

14 

80 

15 

8 

10 
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Asterisks 

1 

♦ 

10 

• 

11 

10 

» 
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Oorreot 

18 

18 

10 

IS 

I 

0 

0 

Incorrect 

U 

• 

s 

11 

0 

8 

0 

Asterisk s 

1 

4 

4 

1 

1 

1 

0 
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Thia  study  wao  unde-tr.ken  aolcly  . , a pilot  investigation  to  determine  whether 
i*e  results  would  bo  suggestive  that  further  and  better  controlled  work  of  thie  type 
ehould  be  undertaken*  The  results  surest  that  spacing  of  recall  trials  may  be  a 
condition  which  will  foster  accuracy  and  amount  of  recall  and  indicate  that  further 
research  sho-ild  be  carried  out  to  explore  this  and  other  conditions. 
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